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Curatorial work presents a unique set of challenges that are very different from 
those of academic writing. While an author can draw upon evidence from an almost 
infinite variety of sources, the narrative that a curator can construct is constrained by the 
objects available and the space that they have to display them in. This short essay is a 
reflection on some of the factors that influenced the structure and appearance of 
'Tennyson Transformed' held at The Collection, Lincoln, between May and August 2009. 
I will attempt explain how the decisions of the curatorial team came about and the 
difficulties and opportunities that arose during the course of curating the exhibition. 
The planning for 'Tennyson Transformed' started in the Summer of 2006 and the 
first thing I need to acknowledge is that a team of individuals was responsible for putting 
together the exhibition: Andrea Martin, Grace Timmins, Ben Stoker and I were all 
heavily involved in various aspects of the exhibition from the start. Dawn Heywood, Julie 
Bush and other staff from The Collection were increasingly involved as the practical 
logistics of the exhibition began to take priority. Two broad issues influenced our 
decision to initiate the project. Firstly, we wanted to mark the bicentenary of Tennyson's 
birth with a whole series of events to highlight the poet's significance within British 
culture. Events were launched across Lincolnshire, with the 'Tennyson Transformed' 
Exhibition as the focal point. Secondly, we had a good basis for the exhibition in the 
unique holdings of the Tennyson Research Centre. Many readers of the TRB will not 
need convincing of the quality of the holdings of this archive but the bicentenary did 
offer a good opportunity of promoting the presence of the most important Tennyson 
archive in the world.  
 
 The decision to give the exhibition a visual focus was taken at the start. Effective 
exhibitions need to work well in a visual sense and the aim was not to replace the 
experience of reading Tennyson but to give a broader sense of his impact on Victorian 
culture. Tennyson's influence on the visual arts also had obvious potential: the Pre-
Raphaelite art upon which he was such an important influence has great popular appeal, 
as can be seen from the stream of exhibitions on this subject that appear around the 
country. This set up the first challenge for the curatorial team. Although the Tennyson 
Research Centre's visual material is extensive, much of it is small in scale and lacks 
immediate visual impact. For example, one of the gems of the collection is the set of 
proofs for the illustrations to the 'Moxon Tennyson'. Spend the time to examine these 
properly and their intricate detail becomes apparent (fig. 1). But they are very small, lack 
colour and frankly, for the non-specialist, are far too easy to walk past on a gallery wall. 
What our exhibition needed was a few really strong familiar oil paintings: eye catching 
images that could stimulate visitor interest and help a range of people to engage with 
some of the less immediately charismatic exhibits.  
Securing the loan of prominent paintings can be difficult but we had several 
factors in our favour. The Collection is a high quality recent building, which was short-
listed for the 2006 Gulbenkian award for museums and galleries. This was crucial 
because without good security and the ability to maintain the correct environmental 
conditions, major institutions will not even consider loan requests. We had a good 
rationale for our exhibition: Tennyson is an undeniably major figure and we had the basis 
for a good exhibition in Lincoln. We had been building up good relationships for several 
years; both Andrea Martin and I worked on the exhibition ‘Peter De Wint 1784-1849’ in 
2006, which involved negotiating a number of loans. Timing can be crucial: big 
international galleries and museums work on their exhibition programmes about five 
years in advance - if you don't get requests in early it is quite possible that your key loans 
will already be committed elsewhere. This had an impact on what we could borrow; for 
example, Tate Britain launched their excellent retrospective of J. E. Millais in 2007-8. 
The exhibition then toured to Amsterdam and two venues in Japan (Rosenfield and 
Smith). As a result almost every major Millais oil painting had only just returned to Tate 
Britain when we were seeking loans for our exhibition. Paintings such as Mariana would 
clearly have been good exhibits for us but as it had been away from its home for many 
months, it was always unlikely that the painting would be loaned again so soon. Despite 
it being a difficult year for Millais, we were delighted with the Tate's response to our 
requests. Arthur Hughes's April Love gave us an iconic Pre-Raphaelite painting, 
Frederick Sandy's Oriana is a captivating image that deserves to be better known and D. 
G. Rossetti's watercolour The Heart of the Night related directly to Rossetti's illustration 
to ‘Mariana in the South’, which we displayed next to it. 
 Securing a good J. W. Waterhouse painting was another key objective: his 
evocative images of the Lady of Shalott are arguably the most familiar visual 
representations of Tennyson's poetry and a great attraction for visitors. Again the timing 
of the exhibition presented difficulties. Early in the planning stages it became apparent 
that a major Waterhouse retrospective was planned for 2008-2009 (Prettejohn et al.), an 
unfortunate coincidence that meant that in some instances both projects were chasing the 
same paintings. Fortunately, we had made the major loan requests our first priority and 
were rewarded with a positive response from Leeds City Art Gallery who agreed to lend 
us Waterhouse's stunning Lady of Shalott from 1894. When Falmouth Art gallery agreed 
to loan Waterhouse's exciting and expressive oil sketch of this painting we were 
delighted. This allowed us to reunite the two paintings for the first time in this country 
since they were painted, something very satisfying for the curatorial team. Falmouth Art 
Gallery were a wonderful support throughout the exhibition: they generously allowed us 
to use their image for publicity purposes, which gave us a suitably engaging image with 
which to promote the exhibition. (fig. 2) 
 
The intellectual framework for the exhibition was driven by a number of 
considerations. We wanted to show how central Tennyson's work was to Victorian visual 
culture and how a whole range of artists responded to his work. While many people know 
about the Pre-Raphaelite link, the influence of his poetry on photographers, sculptors and 
even early filmmakers is less well recognized  and so demonstrating the diversity of 
creative responses to his work became an aim of the exhibition. We decided that an 
effective approach would be to group objects according to Tennyson's poems: this 
potentially allowed us to mix up the different media, avoid a tedious chronology and 
retain Tennyson's poetry as the driving force behind the exhibition. In practice four of the 
seven subjects were determined by this taxonomy. Generally speaking if there were not 
enough objects to make a satisfying exhibition group they had to be subsumed into a 
more thematic category, thus 'Tennyson and Pre-Raphaelitism' was the first subject, as 
we could not construct a convincing group around 'The Gardener's Daughter' (April Love) 
or 'Oriana' but they belonged together in a visual sense. Idylls of the King  and 'Charge of 
the Light Brigade' worked well as groups organized by poem: the former consisted of 
paintings, photographs, sculpture, ceramics and illustrated books while the latter allowed 
us to exhibit corrected manuscripts alongside an illustrated book and Roger Fenton's 
famous photograph The Valley of the Shadow of Death .  
Sometimes particularly strong objects can work well on their own. The V&A lent 
us a spectacular cabinet designed by Bruce Talbert with scenes form 'The Daydream': we 
decided to place this on a plinth with a backboard opposite to the exhibition entrance - the 
polished, inlaid wood had the virtue of giving the exhibition a Victorian feel and also 
obscured some the exhibits on the far side of the room: it is good practice to make the 
visitor feel there are things still to discover around the corner rather than reveal 
everything in one glance. In a similar way we gave the end wall to Waterhouse's oil 
sketch and finished painting: these two strong images side by side were enough to create 
something in their own right about the artist's complex response to Tennyson's poem.  
 
 One of the exciting aspects of planning e xhibitions is the chance to present recent 
research through objects. Our display on 'Tennyson and his Illustrators' was influenced by 
Lorraine Janzen Kooistra's research on the illustrated Princess : the Tennyson Research 
Centre holds Tennyson's copy with his annotations (fig. 3) and the V&A agreed to lend 
us Maclise's copy of the poem with his sketches in the margins (Koositra, 2007). Our 
display about 'The Charge of the Light Brigade' drew upon Helen Groth's work on the 
circulation of Tennyson's poem through contemporary technology (Groth, 2002). The 
process of sifting through potential exhibits can also point towards new research. While 
surveying the illustrated editions in the TRC for some months it became apparent that we 
had ignored an entire shelf of Gustave Dore's edition of Idylls of the King . Eventually I 
set aside a day to examine these in detail: it soon became apparent that the same 
illustrations were issued in a bewildering array of formats - line engravings, proof 
editions, lithographs, photographs. This raised a series of questions that has suggested 
that the received understanding of this edition is deeply flawed. It is often cited as a great 
commercial success (Hagan, 1979, 113; Olsen, 2003, 232) when in fact there is a good 
case for seeing this it as the key factor in the financial failure of the Moxon firm. 
(Cheshire forthcoming) Another group of objects that stimulated a lot of interest was that 
of amateur illustrations to Tennyson's poetry, particularly Idylls of the King . Over the 
years a number of amateur attempts at illustrating Tennyson have been donated to the 
Tennyson Research Centre and while these might lack artistic value in the usual sense 
they provoke some interesting thoughts.  Idylls of the King illustrated by Three Sisters  is 
a good example (fig. 4). The 'Three Sisters' were probably Ella, Rose and Emmie Taylor 
who made the book as a gift.  It is likely that they used a published set of reproductions, 
Outlines for Illumination from Idylls of the King by Tennyson, designed by F.S.A. and 
advertised in Winsor and Newton’s 'List of  colours and materials for Illumination and 
Missal Painting', of c. 1859. This shows th at at least one publisher saw enough demand 
among amateurs for a specialist publication. We felt that it was worth stressing the 
popularity of Idylls of the King  and a result decided to exhibit a large group, half 
dedicated to amateur artists and the other half to more commercial responses to the same 
poem.  
 Sometimes research leads to a change in curatorial emphasis. Initially we decided 
not to have any images of the poet in the main exhibition space at all: we wanted to avoid 
anything like a biographical exercise. As a result a small side exhibition in an adjoining 
room was planned. As we considered our material in more depth it became apparent how 
closely the image of the poet and his reputation were bound up together. Ben Stoker's 
careful research into the overlap between the fact and fiction of Tennyson's early life 
stimulated our realisation as to how important Tennyson's physical appearance was in the 
spread of his fame and popularity (Stoker, 2009). Aided by loans from the Spedding 
family, the British Museum, the National Portrait Gallery and another generous private 
collector, we were able to show how the poet's image changed. This section did not tell 
the poet's life story but showed how the poet's image was transformed from Romantic 
student to Victorian patriarch (Figure 5). We made a conscious decision to hang this 
section more densely than the rest of the exhibition to signal a change in tone.  
 
The exhibition could not have taken place without a generous grant from the 
Heritage Lottery Fund. The costs of the cases required for displaying the books, the 
conservation of objects and the costs associated with insuring and moving valuable 
objects would have been crippling otherwise. In addition this allowed us to keep the 
exhibition free of an entrance fee. The HLF representative was extremely positive about 
the exhibition but suggested that we could have toured the exhibition to another part of 
the country. We would have liked to do this but it would have required a different 
approach to funding. The Tennyson Research Centre was awarded the maximum of 
£50,000 in the ‘Your Heritage’ scheme for ‘access and learning’ and ‘heritage and 
conservation’. If we wanted to tour the e xhibition we would have had to apply to the 
‘Heritage Grants’ scheme that covers awar ds of over £50,000, opening us up to much 
more competition.  Given how crucial this grant was to us we decided to go for the grant 
that gave the exhibition the best chance of coming to fruition.  
The provincial location of the exhibition can be seen as both a strength and a 
weakness. We always felt that this should be a platform for encouraging people to travel 
to Lincoln: many regional museums and galleries stage exhibitions of national 
significance and we understood our own exhibition in these terms. In addition, the 
exhibition added another dimension to a whole series of events that celebrated the 
Tennyson bicentenary. We were particularly pleased that the Tennyson Society's 
conference 'The Young Tennyson' coincided with  the exhibition: it was heartening to 
think that we had the opportunity to reach a specialist group of visitors and hopefully it 
made the trip all the more worthwhile for delegates who had travelled from the USA, 
Japan and around Europe to come to the conference.  
Roughly 10,000 people visited the exhibition, a respectable figure considering 
that this was not a good period for school visits. The exhibition was also a platform for 
other events, for example textile artists from the '66 Group' were shown objects in the 
Tennyson Research Centre and many chose to respond in their exhibition at Hub National 
Centre for Craft and Design. Across the county there were 37,000  visits to events related 
to the Tennyson bicentenary: this is very good for the region and good for Tennyson.  
On the less positive side it is frustratingly difficult to achieve national coverage 
for a provincial exhibition. Some of the narratives contained within the exhibition could 
have made excellent content for weekend newspapers but despite the best efforts of the 
communications teams at Lincolnshire County Council and the University of Lincoln this 
was very hard to achieve. We did manage to get an image and a small feature in the 
Guardian  (Clark, 2009) and plenty of coverage by local media but with a very modest 
advertising budget it is very difficult to compete with the media coverage of exhibitions 
in larger cities.  
 One aspect of the project that undoubtedly  helped its profile was the publication 
of a catalogue (Cheshire, 2009). A substantial publication is crucial if you want to put 
down a marker for an exhibition: once the show is taken down it is the catalogue that 
dominates subsequent interpretation of the event. We already had a good working 
relationship with Lund Humphries and they proved to be very helpful collaborators for 
the Tennyson catalogue. In practice it helped push forward the conceptual framework of 
the exhibition, as a draft text for the catalogue was required a year before the exhibition 
opened. An extensively illustrated catalogue is expensive and we relied heavily on the 
faith of The Collection (who signed the contract) and sponsorship to help with the 
expensive copyright permissions. In this instance we were very well supported by local 
sponsors, a number of whom contributed between £500 and £2000. Reviews of the 
catalogue helped the profile of the project as a whole: The Times Literary Supplement  
reproduced an illustration (7/12/2009), although perversely they selected one of the more 
lurid amateur illustrations, and the Art Newspaper  published quite a comprehensive 
review in October which picked up a majo r theme of the exhibition and catalogue (Lee, 
2009). As Lund Humphries is part of Ashgate the book is being marketed widely in the 
USA and so hopefully the aims of the proj ect will receive some interest on an 
international level.  
 
We recently won 'Best Exhibition' in the Renaissance East Midlands County 
Heritage Awards and work continues to secure funding for the compilation of a 
comprehensive catalogue of the holdings of the Tennyson Research Centre. The more I 
work on Tennyson the more fascinated I become with his life and work. The enormous 
significance of the Tennyson Research Centre’s holdings are increasingly apparent to me 
and I hope that the events in 2009 went some way towards broadcasting this to a wider 
audience.  
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